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Yglesias: The Bittersweet Legacy of La Madre Patria

THE BITTERSWEET LEGACY OF
LA MADRE PATRIA*
by Jose Yglesias
When someone asks if I am of Spanish descent, I sometimes say, “No, Cuban.” Or I reply, with
strict truthfulness, “My father was born in Spain, my mother here of Cuban parents.” Often I add
to this last statement, “My father was a gallego.” There is a common denominator to all those
replies, and I dare say only a Latino knows without further explanation the emotion obliquely
expressed by my responses. It is this: I don’t want to gain anyone’s favor by going along with
snobbish, and often racist, notions about differences between Spaniards and Latin Americans.
The question about my background could very well be innocent, but there are any number of
non-Latins whose smidgin of knowledge about us leads them to believe, sometimes without
admitting it to themselves, that Spaniards are more culturally elevated and racially purer than
Latin Americans.
Indeed, such people ask if you’re Spanish only when they have decided that you’re a superior
specimen of the human race and are certain that when you speak Spanish you lisp the c’s and
never pronounce them as s’s. (Some of the more foolish Hispanophiles even lisp their s’s.) They
have already, of course, decided that there is no dubious Indian or Black among your
antecedents, and they have probably conferred on you at least middle-class status. I won’t be of
Spanish descent on those terms, and I pity any Latino who would. That is why when I admit my
father was born in Spain I add that he was from Galicia, which is to say that he came from the
poorest of the poor, from a province which has always been the source of supply of cheap labor
for the big cities of Spain, as well as for the colonies in the Americas. A gallego is as far
removed from the Castilian hidalgo as it is possible to be and still be born in the Iberian
peninsula.
But to me Galician is beautiful. Sometimes Spanish is not beautiful, and those sometimes occur
when I susupect that the virtues of hispanidad are exclusive, virtues like Castilian speech that the
rest of us Latinos cannot claim since we are not to the manor born. It is then I like to point out
that, just as everyone in Great Britain does not speak with an Oxford accent, neither do all
Spaniards speak with a Castilian one. Accents seem to be a matter of geography and climate.
Early in life I had noticed that the people of the Caribbean shared the same quickness and
lightness of speech, and it seemed somehow right when as an adult I first went ashore in the
Canary Islands, on the other side of the Atlantic from Puerto Rico, Santo Domingo, and Cuba,
that these island people did not lisp their c’s either and spoke as fast as the Cubans in my family.
The other prejudice that lurks in the invidious comparisons of Latin Americans with Spaniards
is the belief that in the new world there has been too much traffic with the Indians and Africans
for their descendants to qualify for the ethnic purity of the Spaniard. What a laugh! For all the
thousands of years that make up what we know of history, most of Europe and much of Africa
has been in and out of Spain as conquerors and procreators. Out of it all has come a country that
only a few centuries ago was still called las Españas in acknowledgment of its diversity. Spain’s
kings and dictators have in modern times obscured this among non- Latins, but it is impossible
*Reprinted from Nuestro, 2 (April 1978), 24-28.
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Members of Ybor City’s Círculo Cubano at a family outing on July 4, 1928.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

today to ignore the fact that Catalonia, the Basque country, and Galicia, with their distinctive
languages and traditions, are separate nations within the peninsula; and Andalusia too is
demanding autonomy from the central government. So much for racial purity and cultural unity.
Oh, there are many things that make me uneasy about claiming Spanish descent. I think of the
depredations of the Spaniards in the Americas and don’t want to be associated with them. One
image never leaves me: the account in Bernal Diaz's diaries of Cortés’s men melting down the
great sculptures and ornaments and jewels of the court of Montezuma into gold bars. To me this
act stands for the destruction of peoples and cultures – ones as great as the Aztec and the Inca.
Ah, the arrogance of the Spaniard when he dominated the world. If I were a Chicano, a lisped c
would make me flinch. If I were a Black from South America, I should feel enormous skepticism
about the historic values of Hispanicism. I should want, also, to oppose the single Spanish
cultural tradition, the casticismo of Castile that snobs among Latinos wish us to claim as our only
one, with the greater richness of the mixed culture that in reality is ours.
This last is as true for Spain as for the Americas. I remember one Corpus Christi Day in
Redondela, a small town in Galicia, where this holy day is always celebrated by an open-air mass
held in the plaza in front of the town’s best church. It was a centuries-old ceremony, and the
local bishop came down for it. He and the priest and altar boys stood in their brilliant vestments
in the doorway of the church and watched a primitive dance which traditionally precedes the
mass. Danced by young men of the town, wearing white pants and shirts and red sashes, it was a
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frantically physical affair in which the men, tied hand to hand with swords, wove intricate
patterns with their turnings, all to the accompaniment of drums and bagpipes. In the middle of
every pattern that the young men completed, there would always turn up one woman holding on
her shoulders a young girl dressed as an angel. This child, with arms held high, moved her hands
graciously as if blessing all of us below her-priests and laymen alike.
No one knew the origins of the dance, nor when it began to be performed in Redondela as part
of the celebration of Corpus Christi, nor what its connection with the Eucharist might be. But
from the nature of the music it could be placed in pre-Christian Celtic times. It certainly made for
a more exhilarating Corpus Christi than the strictly Catholic one. Another example: I do not
think I should have cared much for Santa Bárbara had I not seen in Cuba that she is also
Chango, one of the great gods of the Yoruba religion. Everywhere in Cuba they make altars for
her, even in the nightclubs, and, on the stroke of midnight of December 4th, they start bringing
her flowers. I shall never forget the first time I saw this happen, nor when I first heard the great
Celina sing to the Virgin of Regla, whom she calls virgencita negra, “¡Ay, mi Yemayá, quítame
lo malo, quítame lo malo y échalo en el mar!” If the Virgin is also Yemaya, I might well be
moved to turn to her in times of trouble, and if I were a catholic, I should reinforce my Hail
Marys with African bead necklaces to ward off evils.
There is a whole body of humor among Latinos about the attempts of some of us to be
old-world Spanish. I remember in my hometown of Ybor City in Tampa the jokes about
cigarmakers who returned from a short trip to Spain lisping more strongly than the Bourbon
kings and pronouncing every consonant with as much precision as those careful people who
teach Spanish on language records. “Oh, yes,” people said about them, “they now eat bacalado
and hail from Marianado.” I am sure that throughout Latin America people defined themselves
by refusing to take on Spanish mannerisms. I know I did; my father died when I was very young,
and I took my speech and loyalties from my Cuban grandfather rather than my Spanish uncles. I
hope it saved me from some affectations, for there were still the pitfalls of the English language
and the American environment outside my particular barrio to tempt me with all sorts of
phoniness.
Indeed, for a while I put both my Cuban and Spanish heritages behind me: I was out to be as
American as all those americanos in the Tampa high school, and that meant downgrading
everything I had picked up in Ybor City. If possible, obliterating it. In fact, this was exactly what
was urged on me when at 17 I looked for my first job in New York. In one of those ratty
employment agencies where you could buy a dishwasher’s job for $5, they were willing to send
me down to a cafeteria on 14th Street but only, they insisted when I gave them my name, if I
called myself something American. “Moran,” I replied, thinking of a surname that was both Irish
and Spanish; but by the time I reached the cafeteria on 14th Street I was so appalled by
myself-betrayal that the first thing I blurted out was that Moran was not my real name and that I
had taken it because the agency had thought it wise. “I don’t care what you are,” the man who
hired me said, but I suspected he did.
I like to think it was Ybor City that inoculated me against “passing,” that at 17 I was
sufficiently appreciative of the unique community where I was reared not to deny it by changing
my name. But there was another factor: It was 1937, and I had seen in Ybor City and now in
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The house where Jose Yglesias was born still stands on Cypress Street in West Tampa.

New York how people responded to the outbreak of civil war in Spain. The Spaniards were
heroes in both worlds. The cigarmakers in my hometown – whether Spanish or Cuban –
organized themselves into a solid block of support for the Spanish Republic because its enemies
– the aristocracy, the Church, the military – were also the forces that had originally led the
Spanish to emigrate and the Cubans to fight for independence. And in New York, as throughout
the country, the Spaniards commanded respect and admiration because they were the first to
resist the rise of fascism in Europe. Their brave example created antifascists everywhere, and
young men of all nations illegally crossed the Pyrenees, eluding the French border police, to join
the soldiers of the Republic. It was all this that made me take pride in whatever Spanish heritage
I could claim.
The first time my Cuban grandfather and I went to a Madison Square Garden meeting for the
Spanish Republic, I thought the top of my head would come off – to see that enormous gathering
come to its feet during the playing of the Himno de Ribeiro and again when Fernando de los
Ríos, the Republic’s ambassador in Washington, got up to speak. Incredible! With New York
accents, the audience of americanos chanted, “No pasarán!” They meant that the fascist forces of
General Franco would not enter Madrid. Why? Because these stubborn, heroic Spanish
democrats would not allow it. They would die first. Well, they did die, and the fascists did take
Madrid and stayed for thirty-seven years. But they were never able to dislodge the real Spain
from my heart.
The real Spain. This is a distinction of my own making. Arbitrary, some will say, unreasoning,
for, after all, Franco and those generals and the Church and that nobility were Spanish too. Yes,
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they were, but I exclude them from my real Spain, as I do the snobs who think the lisped c is a
sign of superiority. The real Spain is the one we Latinos can use. I will not be exclusive about
this – the real Spain can enrich everyone – but it particularly strengthened me. If to be American
is to be some sort of homogenized descendant of Great Britain and northern Europe, you can’t
qualify with the background I’ve got without turning into some kind of ghost. And you can only
question the homogenization if you have useable past.
I began, then, to find in New York the Spain I could use. At first, without doing anything,
Spain gained me a kind of reflected glory: My new friends looked at me with wonder simply
because of the authentic way I could pronounce the names which were the coins of our currency
– García Lorca, Antonio Machado, Negrín, Del Vayo, La Pasionaria. But I also read Spanish for
the first time, a language I had refused to study in high school, and discovered those first two
poets for myself, as well as the novelists, like Perez Galdós, Palacios Valdéz, Valle Inclán,
whom the cigarmakers in Ybor City spoke about but whom I had disdained. I learned in this way
some Spanish history and marveled at the fight against Napoleon, the anarchist movement, the
long struggle for republican government. What an extraordinary people were the people of the
Iberian peninsula.
And because of the Civil War, I also read the Peruvian César Vallejo, the Cuban Nicolás
Guillen, the Chilean Pablo Neruda, the Guatemalan Miguel Angel Asturias – all of whom where
strong supporters of the Republic. So it was that because of Spain I gained a bit of knowledge of
Latin America. Indeed, many also were the American writers I first read, beginning with
Hemingway and including as unlikely ones as Van Wyck Brooks and Edna St. Vincent Millay,
because they too were for Loyalist Spain. It was through Spain that I, like many of my
generation, began to know and judge the world.
In my newfound pride, I was forced to think about those Spaniards I knew in Ybor City and to
see if they matched up to the heroes of the Civil War. I decided that these unschooled
cigarmakers were Spanish in their sense of community, in the way they had organized social and
medical societies and trade unions, built hospitals and held strikes, and educated themselves with
readers in the factories. There are no people more loyal to their ideals than the Spaniards. They
do not give them up because, for the moment, they do not work or find acceptance. They are not
pragmatists. I think of Pablo Casals refusing to play so long as Franco reigned and only relenting
when his concerts could advance his ideals; he was as Spanish as the refugees in the south of
France swelling the ranks of the maquis as a prelude, they hoped, to deposing Franco. Don
Quixotes all, we particularly need them in the U. S.
Over the years, I have come to realize, too, that the courteousness of Spaniards, seemingly
inappropriate in our rough-and-ready American environment, is also a valuable heritage for
Latinos. I was going to call this care for one another’s feelings “courtliness,” but the point of the
bone-deep politeness of Spaniards is that it cuts across the classes and is not simply the surface
good manners that one expects only as one ascends the social scale. In Spain you are apt to
notice it more in the peasantry and city workers. It has its source, I believe, in the Spaniard’s
pride in himself, which inevitably becomes appreciation of the inviolability of the others’
individuality. For all the violence and cruelty one finds in Spanish history, this strain of respect
for others never gives out. For example, not until the late 18th Century did it occur to any
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significant section of humankind that slavery was wrong; yet, unlike the colonists of North
American, the Spaniards did not deny to their slaves in South America the sacraments of the
Church. In the sense that the slave was allowed marriage and participation in Church ceremonies,
their equality with whites in the eyes of God was patent, and this heritage has made a great
difference in the relations between Blacks and Europeans throughout Latin America.
And when all is said and done about Spain’s value to the world and to us, I must also admit
that I need Spain for myself alone. I am almost ashamed to say it, but Goya’s Dos de Mayo,
Picasso’s Guernica – they are like achievements of mine. I won’t give them up, no more than I
can give up a Valencian paella, a Castilian lechoncito, an Asturian fabada, a caldo gallego, or a
butifarra catalana. Just the sound of a taconeo makes my heart leap, and I simply cannot explain
to anyone the ineffable joy of opening the book with which modern storytelling begins and
reading, “En un lugar de la Mancha de cuyo nombre no quiero acordarme....” I can no more
explain why I should feel less than whole without these things, why any of us Latinos without
Spain is diminished, than I can fathom why we were put on this earth. It is a state of being I am
happy to accept. Olé!
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